John 1:1
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

 is the temporal conjunction TOTE, meaning “Then,” followed by the third person singular present active indicative from the verb LEGW, which means “to say: He said.”



The present tense is a historical present, which describes the past action as though occurring right now for the sake of vividness or liveliness in the narrative.  It is translated by the English past tense.


The active voice indicates that Jesus produced the action.


The indicative mood is declarative for a simple statement of fact.

Next we have the dative indirect object from the masculine plural article and noun MATHĒTĒS with the possessive genitive from the third person masculine singular personal use of the intensive pronoun AUTOS, meaning “to His disciples.”

“Then He said to His disciples,”
 is the Attic Greek MEN…DE construction, which means “on the one hand…, but on the other hand…”  With this we have the nominative subject from the masculine singular article and noun THERISMOS, which means “the harvest.”  This is followed by the predicate nominative from the masculine singular adjective POLUS, meaning “much, many, great, large, etc.”  There is no verb suggesting the ellipsis of EIMI, meaning “to be: [is].”

“‘On the one hand the harvest [is] great,”
 is the other half of the MEN…DE construction, meaning “but on the other hand.”  Then we have the nominative subject from the masculine plural article and noun ERGATĒS, meaning “the workers.”  This is followed by the predicate nominative from the masculine plural adjective OLIGOS, meaning “few.”  Again we have the deliberate omission or ellipsis of the verb EIMI, meaning “to be [are].”

“but on the other hand the workers [are] few.”
Mt 9:37 corrected translation
“Then He said to His disciples, ‘On the one hand the harvest [is] great, but on the other hand the workers [are] few.”
Lk 10:2a, “Then He was saying to them, ‘On the one hand the harvest [is] great, but on the other hand the laborers [are] few;”

Explanation:
1.  “Then He said to His disciples,”

a.  Luke 10:1ff speaks of a different occasion in which Jesus sends out seventy (some manuscripts say ‘seventy-two’) disciples; whereas Matthew focuses on just the Twelve.  The two groups are given different commissions and instructions with some overlapping ideas, which should be expected when giving two groups instructions to do the same thing on two different occasions.



(1)  Lk 10:3-16, “Go; behold, I send you out as lambs in the midst of wolves.  Carry no money belt, no bag, no shoes; and greet no one on the way.  Whatever house you enter, first say, ‘Peace be to this house.’  If a man of peace is there, your peace will rest on him; but if not, it will return to you.  Stay in that house, eating and drinking what they give you; for the laborer is worthy of his wages.  Do not keep moving from house to house.  Whatever city you enter and they receive you, eat what is set before you; and heal those in it who are sick, and say to them, ‘The kingdom of God has come near to you.’  But whatever city you enter and they do not receive you, go out into its streets and say, ‘Even the dust of your city which clings to our feet we wipe off in protest against you; yet be sure of this, that the kingdom of God has come near.’  I say to you, it will be more tolerable in that day for Sodom than for that city.  Woe to you, Chorazin! Woe to you, Bethsaida!  For if the miracles had been performed in Tyre and Sidon which occurred in you, they would have repented long ago, sitting in sackcloth and ashes.  But it will be more tolerable for Tyre and Sidon in the judgment than for you.  And you, Capernaum, will not be exalted to heaven, will you?  You will be brought down to Hades!  The one who listens to you listens to Me, and the one who rejects you rejects Me; and he who rejects Me rejects the One who sent Me.”



(2)  Mt 10:5b-15, “Do not go in the way of the Gentiles, and do not enter any city of the Samaritans; but rather go to the lost sheep of the house of Israel.  And as you go, preach, saying, ‘The kingdom of heaven is at hand.’  Heal the sick, raise the dead, cleanse the lepers, cast out demons.  Freely you received, freely give.  Do not acquire gold, or silver, or copper for your money belts, or a bag for your journey, or even two coats, or sandals, or a staff; for the worker is worthy of his support.  And whatever city or village you enter, inquire who is worthy in it, and stay at his house until you leave that city.  As you enter the house, give it your greeting.  If the house is worthy, give it your blessing of peace.  But if it is not worthy, take back your blessing of peace.  Whoever does not receive you, nor heed your words, as you go out of that house or that city, shake the dust off your feet.  Truly I say to you, it will be more tolerable for the land of Sodom and Gomorrah in the day of judgment than for that city.”


b.  Matthew transitions to a new subject, which occurred at the same time that Jesus saw the great crowds following Him and had compassion for them.  The exact time and location of this event is unknown.  All we know for certain is that at some point closer to the beginning of His public ministry rather than near the end our Lord saw the great crowds following Him, had compassion for them and then made this statement to His disciples.


c.  The word “disciples” here refers to all the students that were following Jesus at this time.  From this group of disciples or students, He would select the Twelve as His special group of disciples (as we shall see shortly).  Therefore, this verse and the next verse form the transition from the evidence of our Lord’s healings in chapter 8-9 and the selection of the twelve and the beginning of their public ministries on behalf of Jesus in the next chapter.

2.  “‘On the one hand the harvest [is] great,”

a.  Jesus then uses a famous Attic Greek construction to set up two contrasting ideas.  On one side of the coin we have a harvest that is great, large, plentiful, etc.  On the other side of the coin this will require an abundance of workers to harvest the crop.


b.  The harvest is made up of a huge number of plants.  Each plant represents a person that has the potential of believing that Jesus is the Messiah.  Imagine a wheat field in Kansas that extends for hundreds of acres or a corn field in Nebraska that does the same thing, and there are no machines to do the harvesting; it all must be done by hand and by individuals.


c.  The point is that Jesus could see the potential of millions upon millions of people believing in Him, which extends beyond Israel to the rest of history.  He sees billions of people in the Church Age and billions of believers in His millennial reign.  All must be harvested.  The harvest is the act of presenting the message of the gospel to them and having them believe in Jesus for their eternal salvation.

3.  “but on the other hand the workers [are] few.”

a.  On one side the harvest is great; on this side workers are desperately needed to do the work of harvesting.  Again the work of harvesting is the work of evangelizing the world of unbelievers.


b.  The workers are the disciples of Jesus, who will go into the world and present His message and promise of eternal life through faith in Him providing salvation from our spiritual death.


c.  How few were the workers?  Jesus would only select seventy(-two) to go on their first missionary journey throughout Galilee (Luke’s account).  Later, Jesus selects just twelve to do the same mission (Matthew’s account).  Josephus said that there were approximately 15,000 people in each of the thirty-nine cities of Galilee with hundreds more in each of the supporting villages.  That gives Galilee an approximate population of about 600,000 people.  The seventy disciples are sent out in pairs.  This means that each pair was responsible for evangelizing about 16,000 people.  No wonder Jesus said the workers are few.


d.  The workers are still ‘few’ today.  Every believer is an ambassador for Christ, but not all believers are representing Christ to their world of unbelievers.  The need for evangelists and missionaries always seem to exceed the number available to do the work.  Therefore, in His next statement our Lord suggests a solution to the problem of not enough workers.

4.  Commentators’ comments.


a.  “Jesus could not do the work alone—He needed others to help Him.”


b.  “Jesus had earlier introduced the metaphor of a harvest as representing unsaved souls (Jn 4:35–38).”


c.  “Here, as in John 4:35, Jesus’ thought is of men’s readiness to respond to the gospel by ‘fleeing from the wrath to come’.  The context shows that the laborers here are not angels sent out to execute final judgment on the nations, as his Jewish hearers would expect, but men sent out to rescue others from judgment, and beginning within Israel itself.  For this task the disciples were, and have always been, too few.”


d.  “Shifting the metaphor from flock to field, Jesus now envisions a vast crop of ripe grain in need of harvesters.  The unreached people of his world need more ministers of the gospel.  Jesus can personally encounter only a small number, so He will commission His followers to begin to reach the rest.  Even then many more will be needed (compare His sending of the seventy in Lk 10:1–12).  The need remains as urgent as ever, with billions who have not heard the gospel.”


e.  “The harvest is used metaphorically of people.  Jesus does not spell it out, but He is speaking of people who are ripe for inclusion in the kingdom.  In that situation it is necessary that something be done to bring them in.  A crop of wheat needs workers to bring the grain into the barn; without the laborers the crop cannot be reaped.”
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